Philosophy 306: Egoism and Altruism winter/spring ‘09
From Plato (427-347 B.C.), The Republic: Book Two [translation by Desmond Lee]

Glaucon [a character in the dialogue that takes place in The Republic] is presenting an account of the
nature of justice, or right conduct. He is arguing that being just, or acting rightly, does not bring
happiness. He does not believe this view himself, but is not sure what is wrong with it. He wants
Socrates [a character in the dialogue, who generally represents Plato’s own views] to show him why
that view is wrong. Much of the remainder of the dialogue involves Socrates trying to show that the
just person will be happier than the unjust one. The following is the passage for us to discuss. It is
one of the best known in Plato’s works.

“This then is the account they give of the nature and origins of justice; the next point is that men
practice it against their will and only because they are unable to do wrong. This we can most easily
see if we imagine that a just man and an unjust man have each been given liberty to do what they
like, and then follow them and see where their inclinations lead them. We shall catch the just man
red-handed in exactly the same pursuits as the unjust, led on by self-interest, the motive which all
men naturally follow if they are not forcibly restrained by the law and made to respect each other’s
claims.

“The best illustration of the liberty I am talking about would be if we supposed them both to be
possessed of the power which Gyges, the ancestor of Gyges the Lydian, had in the story. He was a
shepherd in the service of the then king of Lydia, and one day there was a great storm and an
earthquake in the district where he was pasturing his flock, and a chasm opened in the earth. He was
amazed at the sight, and descended into the chasm and saw many astonishing things there, among
them, so the story goes, a bronze horse, which was hollow and fitted with doors, through which he
peeped and saw a corpse which seemed to be of more than human size. He took nothing from it save
a gold ring it had on its finger, and then made his way out.

“He was wearing this ring when he attended the usual meeting of shepherds which reported
monthly to the king on the state of his flocks; and as he was sitting there with the others he
happened to twist the bezel of the ring towards the inside of his hand. Thereupon he became
invisible to his companions, and they began to refer to him as if he had left them. He was astonished,
and began fingering the ring again, and turned the bezel outwards; whereupon he became visible
again. When he saw this he started experimenting with the ring to see if it really had this power, and
found that every time he turned the bezel inwards he became invisible, and when he turned it
outwards he became visible. Having made his discovery he managed to get himself included in the
party that was to report to the king, and when he arrived, seduced the queen, and with her help
attacked and murdered the king and seized the throne.

“Imagine now that two such rings existed and the just man put on one, the unjust the other. There is
no one, it would commonly be supposed, who would have such iron strength of will as to stick to
what is right and keep his hands from taking other people’s property. For he would be able to steal
from the market whatever he wanted without fear of detection, to go into any man’s house and
seduce anyone he liked, to murder or to release from prison anyone he felt inclined, and generally
behave as if he had supernatural powers. And in all this the just man would differ in no way from
the unjust but both would follow the same course. This, it would be claimed, is strong evidence that



no man is just of his own free will, but only under compulsion, and that no man thinks justice pays
him personally, since he will always do wrong when he gets the chance. Indeed, the supporter of
this view will continue, men are right in thinking that injustice pays the individual better than
justice; and if anyone who had the liberty of which we have been speaking neither wronged nor
robbed his neighbor, men would think him a most miserable idiot, though of course they would
pretend to admire him in public because of their own fear of being wronged.”



